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CITATION

““This officer carried out many low level reconnaissance
sorties and successfully attacked enemy shipping and
ground objectives. On one occasion while attacking
enemy troops who were attempting a landing in the
Singapore area, he silenced the enemy’s fire and en-
abled the rest of the squadron to press home attacks
with impunity. He has destroyed several enemy
planes.”
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Chapter 1

PARTING

[ suppOSE IF I had accomplished anything really worth while
during the fighting in Singapore and Sumatra, I should now
suspect that fate had something to do with my being there,
for it was certainly quite by chance that I was sent. How-
ever, my accomplishments in the Far East proved to be so
small and my attempts at accomplishment so regularly
crowned with frustration, that there could hardly have been
any design about it.

It all really started with an invitation I received to a party
back in England, last autumn (1g41)—started with that, and
ended with my evacuation from Java in a hospital ship,
after being wounded in “the greatest military disaster ever
suffered by British arms.”

This invitation came from D—, an airdrome about a
hundred miles from where I was stationed. The party, it
read, was being given as a farewell for the officers of goo *
Squadron, who were preparing to leave for overseas service.

“g300 Squadron?” I thought. “Why, that’s Squadron
Leader T—'s gang. I must see him if he’s going overseas; I'll
have to take that in.”

Squadron Leader T——had once been my flight com-
mander and was an especial friend of mine. He must have
had me invited.

* This is a fictitious number.

Google



s -V UISTLASTCFLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE
So it was that I knocked off work at noon of the day of

the party, having arranged to take twenty-four hours off

and to borrow a little training plane for the trip to D—.

I was pilot in a Spitfire squadron at that time, doing
reconnaissance work over the Channel and northern France,
a job in which I was completely happy. I was at a pleasant
station with a swell bunch of fellows, and the work was
most absorbing and exciting, with frequent opportunities
for us to accomplish something and break into the com-
muniqués.

I was in extra high spirits that noon and couldn’t help
whistling gaily as I stripped off my mae west (life jacket),
hung it on my nail in the pilot’s hut, and put on my collar
and tie (which are never worn when we're flying, because
they interfere with looking around). Calling a gay “‘See you
tomorrow!” to the fellows, I hurried outside, mounted my
bicycle, and pedaled away. A fifteen minute ride, following
the macadam taxi strip around the edge of the airdrome to
the gate and then up a winding tree-lined country road for
a couple of miles, brought me to the house where we were
billeted, and I hurried upstairs to change clothes.

The exhilarating feeling of looking forward to a full
twenty-four hours of relaxation, free from dangers and re-
sponsibilities, was enhanced for me just now by pride in
the memory of having done a little good work during the
morning. Alan and I had been nosing along the French
coast about midmorning, the cannons and machine-guns of
our Spitfires loaded for anything we might encounter.

This time it had been a German motor launch of some
sort, and the picture as we went in to attack was still fresh
in my mind—the boat dead in my sights a few hundred
yards ahead as I came in, skimming low over the sea. Then
the terrific barking of my cannons and the roar of my ma-
chine-guns as I pressed the firing button, the glimpses from
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PARTING 3

the corners of my eyes of wicked white flame lancing the
hot grey smoke clouds whipping back from my cannon
muzzles, the exciting stench of gunpowder smoke; then the
sight of my first shots striking, falling a little short and
throwing up great showers of spray that nearly hid the boat;
then the rest of my bullets striking home—brilliant white
flashes of cannon shells, and the red sparklet effect of scores
of explosive machine-gun bullets, dancing up and down
over the bow and the low bridge, and over the queer little
square superstructure with a big swastika painted on each
side.

Then I was breaking away in a violent turn to avoid col-
liding after I'd closed to point-blank, and turning in my
cockpit to watch Alan following in with his attack, his dis-
tant Spitfire looking wicked and panther-like from in front,
as only a Spitfire can; seeing the row of little lights break
out, flashing along the front of his wings, and the twin
streams of grey cannon-smoke puffs ripping back from his
machine like taut strings of soft grey beads; then the an-
swering clouds of spray thrown up about the boat by his
bullets and the blinking of white cannon-shell flashes all
over its hull. We didn’t dare wait to see what became of the
boat, but we wouldn’t have given much for its chances of
remaining afloat very long!

After that the two of us—scooting for home side by side
and low down over the waves as hard as we could go, en-
gines bellowing raucously at full throttle, and controls stiff
with the speed; squirming in our cockpits to look furtively
backwards for signs of 10g’s (Messerschmitts) in pursuit,
feeling for all the world like a couple of kids who'd just
stolen a watermelon! For we were only two, and we’'d got
away with this in clear weather without cloud protection
along the part of France where the Luftwaffe had its great-
est concentration of fighters, hundreds of them. Besides,
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4 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

we had done this right under the noses of the coastal anti-
aircraft guns, and so quickly they didn’t have time to fire
a single shot at usl!

As no signs of pursuit appeared we breathed deeper and
deeper, until finally the French coast had faded away be-
hind, and then the lighthouse tower of Dungeness slowly
emerged from the haze ahead of us, looking beautiful and
friendly because it meant that we had got away with “an-
other one.”

Upstairs in my room now, I shed my rough blue “battle
dress,” and after bathing and cleaning up donned my “Sun-
day best” uniform which my batman had laid out, freshly
pressed, with buttons polished and gleaming. Taking the
overnight bag which I'd already packed, I left the house and
pedaled back to the Mess, hoping I wasn’t too late for lunch.

I almost didn’t make the trip to the party after all—in
which case I wouldn’t be writing this story—for a strong
northwest wind was blowing, and over the lunch table,
Moses, just down from a patrol, told me he thought I'd
have trouble making it to D—. He'd noticed thunder-
storms and low cloud in that direction. So after lunch I rang
up John, our duty pilot, asking him for the weather to
D—, and he confirmed what Moses had told me. Thunder-
storms, with fog right down to the ground in places, blocked
the route, and there wasn’t a hope of getting through for
the time being.

As a result I just about decided to call off the trip and
ring up Squadron Leader T—— to tell him good-bye on the
phone; but then I thought I'd wait and see if the weather
might improve. It did toward midafternoon, and John rang
me up to tell me that Operations said I could try it if I
liked, so off I went.

Even then I nearly didn’t make it, for, after I'd flown
about fifty or sixty miles, the weather got thick and dark all
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PARTING 5

around. A thunderstorm loomed ahead with white cur-
tains of rain hanging to the ground. I was miserably cold
already in the open cockpit of the little Moth biplane, and
sick of shivering, my face blue and my nose running, and
of bouncing around in the rough air which tossed the little
trainer about like a chip; sick above all of the slow speed—
exasperating, since I was used to streaking about the country-
side at two and three hundred miles an hour in Spitfires.

So I almost said “Nuts to it!” again and turned back; but
then I saw a lighter patch ahead on my left and decided to
make a try at it. By swinging off my course and edging close
to the London balloon barrage I managed finally to get by
the bad area, and then it was clear sailing the rest of the
way to D—, where I landed triumphantly.

There I found more bad luck in store for me, for Squad-
ron Leader T— was gone; not only that, but there was no
party either!

The duty pilot gave me the news, as soon as I reported
to him in the watch office and told him what I'd come for.
“Well, I'm awfully sorry about this,” he said. “Didn’t you
get our wire? We telegraphed everyone who’d been invited
and told them the party’d been postponed. You see, the boys
who are going overseas have all had their embarkation leave
extended and they aren’t back yet. Yes, Squadron Leader
T—"'s away, too. I don’t know just when he expects to be
back.”

Well, that was something. I'd completely wasted a trip
up here just because of a telegram that somehow did not
reach me. It had been a darned cold trip, too.

I rang up the local Operations Room, and got permission
to return to my home airdrome as soon as my machine was
ready.

The “Station Duty Flight” (a crew of mechanics whose
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6 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

job was to care for visiting planes) were refuelling my air-
plane and checking over one of the magnetos which had
bothered a little on the way, and while waiting for them to
finish their work I stood around toasting myself in front of
the wall-type electric heaters in the little watch office, for 1
was chilled through and through.

Presently one of the mechanics came in to tell me the
news. “I'm sorry, sir, but I don’t think we can get that
magneto fixed for you today. There seems to be something
wrong inside it, and we’ll have to take it apart.”

“All right,” I answered, “it doesn’t make much differ-
ence. I'll stay here overnight then.” And so I did.

All these chance occurrences that led up to my staying at
D—— that night, also led to my living the rest of the events
of this story; for next morning before I left, Squadron
Leader T— returned from his leave, and in the ensuing
visit talked me into joining the rest of his squadron to go
overseas.

Not directly; but he told me that he’d like to have me
with his squadron, and I said that, for my part, I was game,
if he could get me transferred. So he rang up the officer in
charge of postings at Group Headquarters, who said that
the time was very short, but if I were willing to forego
embarkation leave he’d do what he could about it and let
us know. So we let it stand that way. I flew back to my home
airdrome, and after telling my C.O. and the other pilots of
my squadron that I might be leaving them soon, I went to
work. |

Squadron Leader T—— hadn’t entirely talked me into
volunteering for overseas service; I'd thought of it occa-
sionally before. It was mainly that the opportunity was pre-
sented to me at a time when it sounded particularly attrac-
tive. Winter was fast approaching with its weeks of foggy
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PARTING 7

weather and inactivity in England, while big things ap-
peared to be in the offing abroad. Japan wasn’t in the war
yet, of course, but Hitler’s armies in Russia had reached the
northeastern shores of the Black Sea and a drive down
through the Caucasus Mountains looked imminent; besides,
we’d heard rumors and opinions (which soon proved cor-
rect) that one side or the other would be starting something
big in Libya before long. It seemed likely that the squadron
would be sent to one or the other of these areas and that
we’d have a chance to write some history wherever we went.

A couple of days after my meeting with Squadron Leader
T——, the officer in charge of postings telephoned me that
my transfer had been arranged and that I was to report at
D— in two days’ time. It was what I wanted, but I realized
with a shock that it was going to be very hard to say good-
bye to this place and to the pals I had worked and flown
and fought with all these months. They seemed to feel the
same way about it, too. Some of us drove to Dover that night,
to take in a vaudeville show at that famous old theater, the
“Dover Hippodrome.” It was my last night out with the
gang.

The Huns staged a dive-bombing raid on Dover while
we were on the way. We could see the anti-aircraft bursts
in the sky and the great yellow flashes of the bombs below,
so we parked for a few minutes on a hill overlooking the
town, watching the display and listening to the drone of
engines, the explosions of bombs, and the barking of anti-
aircraft guns, until it all quieted down again, and we
drove on.

During the show I got all the fellows to autograph my
programme, and kept it for a remembrance of my last night
out with them. The performance consisted of dancing and
other numbers by the “Saucy Lovelies,” humorous acts and
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8 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

monologues by Hal Monty, music by “Butch and Buddy”—
a couple of air-raid orphans picked up in a Liverpool shelter
by the manager of the show. There were also juggling,
“Poses by Eve” (enough said), and other numbers.

I had one or two patrols next morning, which I don’t
remember much about, except that I flew with a strange
heavy lump in my breast. When noon came, my flight was
off for the rest of the day. But I took one more hop anyway,
as a sort of farewell jaunt with my old Spitfire. I'd had the
same machine for nearly six months—ever since it was brand
new—and I felt very attached to it. I'd had the words MESSAGE
FROM MINNESOTA painted on its side, because that is my
home state.

I took off, and flew up and down the middle of the Straits
of Dover for a while, flying above and below and through
a blanket of thick, fluffy clouds that covered most of the
Straits, hoping someone might come out from the other side
for a fight. Then I spent a little time searching around the
French coast for a couple of “bandits,” which Control told
me (via radio) were patrolling in the Cap Gris Nez area;
but I didn’t see anything of them and finally Control in-
formed me they’d gone back inland, so I gave up and headed
homeward, taking one last look across at France as I circled
my drome before landing. Someone else would fly my air-
plane from now on, and he’d remove the name I had on it.
But I consoled myself with the hope that soon I'd be flying
a new MESSAGE FROM MINNESOTA II somewhere, anyway.

That afternoon I packed. Next morning, one of Squadron
Leader T——'s pilots came down to fetch me in a training
plane and I flew to D—— with him, planning to return later
and get my heavy luggage by train.

At D—I found that all the pilots of my new squadron
were back from their embarkation leave, and I had a chance
to get acquainted with them. There were three other Ameri-
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PARTING 9

cans in the crowd, two Californians and one from Florida,
all swell fellows. The California boys were Don G— and
Red C—; the latter was to become the squadron’s first ace.
Kleck, who came from Florida, had quit a good government
job in Washington to join as a recruit the Royal Canadian
Air Force. There were five New Zealanders also, besides boys
from Australia, Rhodesia, Canada, and, as we put it, “even
a few Englishmen,” who were generally known as ‘“‘the for-
eigners.”

All were getting “shots in the arm” from a doctor that
day, and I joined them in “sick quarters” to get the first of
a series of shots for yellow fever, tetanus, typhoid, and other
tropical diseases, with the result that I nursed a sore arm
for a day or so.

The next couple of days I spent doing some practice flying
to get acquainted with the Hurricane fighters this squadron
used, as I had never flown Hurricanes before; and after that
I got a couple of days off to wind up my affairs.

The first of these two days I spent in London, taking care
of some financial matters and shopping for various things,
including a “tropical trunk”—all steel for protection against
1nsects.

Before I left London the next morning I stopped in at the
American Eagle Club for a cup of coffee, and there met Tex
M——, a friend of mine from Waxahachie, Texas, who had
been flying in the American Eagle Squadron. He told me
he had just been posted to Singapore and was on embarka-
tion leave, prior to sailing. I told him I was going overseas,
too, but didn’t know where, and we wished each other luck.

I took a train for my old squadron’s base, arriving in late
afternoon. It was cloudy and blustery and chilly, with a few
snowflakes in the air, and when I got out to the drome, in
a taxi, there seemed to be little going on. I visited my
flight’s dispersal hut first, to get a few belongings I'd left
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10 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

there, and found that the flight were off duty and only a
couple of boys around.

All the Spitfires were standing in their dispersal bays,*
like tired cavalry horses asleep, each as familiar to me as an
old comrade, bringing me memories.

There was Paddy’s old machine, ‘N,’ which had always
been lucky. Paddy had shot down at least two 109g’s with it.
Chris was using it the day he was out on a recco (reconnais-
sance flight), and surprised a formation of three 109’s over
Le Touquet, dropping on them out of the sun and shooting
down two before they knew what had happened, and then
coming home so excited he couldn’t talk, having completely
forgotten to finish his recco! Gilli was flying it the day he
blundered into a whole bunch of 10g’s in a thick haze low
over the sea north of Nieuport, shot down one, damaged a
second, and got away unscathed, leaving the rest dog-fight-
ing with each other in their confusion.

There was Chris’s old machine ‘P, Gilli’s ‘U,” Roy’s ‘V,’
Alan’s ‘T, and all the rest, including ‘S’—the one every-
body hated because it didn’t perform as well as the others.
And of course there was my own ‘O,” my MESSAGE FROM
MINNESOTA, which I knew and loved the best. Personalities,
all of them, to me; for one of us will fly another’s airplane
when his own is laid up for repairs, checks, and so on, and
I knew all the peculiarities of each.

There wasn’t one in whose cockpit I hadn’t experienced
unforgettable thrills and scares, flown through unbeliev-
able scenes of grandeur and beauty among and above the
clouds. And how often I'd seen each of them taxiing back
to its place after a flight across the Channel, displaying evi-
dence of a battle fought or a target attacked—the tattered
remnants of what had been fabric covers for the holes until

* Dispersal bays—individual parking spaces, usually walled on three sides
for protection from bomb blast.

Google



PARTING 11

they were shot away, fluttering about the holes for the
machine guns in the wings, and the ugly bared cannon muz-
zles, dirtied with powder smoke, their covers likewise shot
away. Sometimes it was I who taxied in with my machine
bearing these signs, my heart still pounding, while I grinned
behind my oxygen mask with an amount of pride propor-
tional to whatever it was that I had accomplished.

And now it was all over. I was saying good-bye to it all
and to them all, and it was very hard. Sergeant Y——, also
an American, was flying my machine now. He came around
while I was there and said he was going to taxi it across to
the hangar for a thirty-hour inspection, and I asked him if
he’d mind my taxiing it over for him. He said O.K. So after
I was through collecting my things I climbed into the cock-
pit of my old friend, started up, and taxied across the field.
When I stopped in front of the hangar and shut off the en-
gine, I thought I should make a ceremony of leaving it for
the last time, then realized how foolish I was, and jumped
out and walked away without looking back.

The wind was still blowing and the sky overcast that
night as I rode along the dark highway and through the
blacked-out city with the friend who drove me to the sta-
tion, and my heart was heavier than ever. I'd planned to
stay overnight and take a morning train, but a telephone
call at suppertime informed me that our date of embarka-
tion had been advanced and that I had to take the train
right away.

It meant I hardly had time to say good-bye to any of my
pals, which was probably just as well because I know I'd
have broken down. I wanted at least to see Chris, and I'd
made a hasty trip to the country house where he and his
wife were staying, but had found it dark, silent, and empty
save for their little dog, “Rocky,” who alone answered when
I knocked, and who barked his good-bye as I walked back
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12 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

across the lawn. They had gone away somewhere for the
afternoon and evening, not knowing that I was coming.

When I got on the train, I could hardly keep my eyes dry
as I fumbled my way into one of the darkened compart-
ments and slumped down, utterly miserable, beside a couple
of soldiers going on leave, who moved their rifles to make
room for me on the seat.

Hoping to see something familiar, I pulled the curtains
aside for a last look after we got out of town, and, as if the
elements sympathized with me, I found that the clouds had
blown away and that the countryside now was bathed in
brilliant moonlight. The airdrome was out of sight from the
railway, but “Old Baldy,” a high, rounded hill that was a
landmark beside it, was plainly visible and I took a long
last look at it, trying to photograph it in my memory. Then
I replaced the curtain, resolving to keep my mind on the
future.
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Chapter 11

IMPATIENCE

I supposE THAT IF you rounded up a score of two-year-old
colts from a Montana range and penned them in a half-acre
corral for a few weeks during the fresh new days of spring,
you could get an idea from watching them of how we fighter
pilots felt and acted during our long imprisonment aboard
ship.

Accustomed as we were to flying an hour or two in going
from one place to another, this business of spending days
and even weeks between stops was appalling. We read until
our eyes ached, played cards, argued endlessly about every-
thing from air tactics to women’s suffrage. Our tempers
grew shorter until we were constantly flying off the handle
at one another over insignificant little things, so that our
C.O. was at his wit’s end trying to keep the peace—and still
our voyage had scarcely started!

The lazy, ambling motion of our ship, with its top speed
of fully fifteen miles an hour, was exasperating. Didn’t it
know we had a war to fight? I spent so much time leaning
on the rail, watching the endless acres of waves crawling
past, and wondering how there could be so many of them
all in one ocean, that I thought I'd be developing a perma-
nent stoop.

I suppose it was only natural that we started seeing Grem-
lins. These are the little men, about four or five inches tall,

13
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14 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

who live in the sky and have been a legend in the R.A.F. ever
since the first pilot took off with a hangover in the last war,
saw one perched on his windshield making faces at him,
and swore off Paris night clubs and French champagne for
the duration.

I heard about them shortly after joining the R.A.F., and
asked a pilot of the last war, who was adjutant at my sta-
tion, if he could tell me what they looked like.

“Well,” he said, “it really depends on what sort of shape
you're in when you see them, old boy. Of course you modern
pilots don’t drink, so you're always in the same shape. Why,
as I remember, they’re rather sly appearing little chaps, with
long white beards, dressed in green waistcoats and tall green
hats. Most of them don’t intend to be mean, just playful—
except the one I used to see in peacetime, perched on my
pillow on mornings after a night out in town—"

He shook his head reminiscently. ““That was a wicked
one, absolutely ferocious to look at, too. He had a little
sharp dagger that he’d waken me with by poking me just
above the eyes. I'd start to raise up, and ‘Bam!’ he’d hit me
on the back of the head with a hammer twice as long as he
was. Then the little blightuh would run down to the foot
of my bed and sit there laughing at me. I'd growl at him and
tell him to hop it, but he’d just sit there and make a face
at me. I'd close my eyes and try to sleep again, and a minute
later he’d be back, to give me another working over!” He
shook his head again. “That one was a regular outlaw, but
most of them aren’t too bad if you treat them right.”

I think I should add here that these little fellows are
credited with many unusual gifts, including great strength
and the ability to fly—supposed to be due to their special
diet of spandule, or aerial seaweed (airweed).

If you ask a student pilot about Gremlins, he’ll probably
tell you of the ones who hide in training planes during
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IMPATIENCE 15

flight. When the student is coming in to land, they all run
out to the end of one wing and, just when he’s about to
touch down for a perfect landing, give a great heave up-
wards, tipping his machine over so that the opposite wing
hits the ground. Or the ones who cause crackups by moving
trees or telephone poles in front of you when you’re gliding
in to land, or push other airplanes into your way when
you're taxiing on the ground. Or the tribe known as the
“Ground Wallopers,” who are responsible when a student
bounces on landing; they shove your control stick forward
or backward just as you're touching down, causing you
either to hit the ground too hard or else to zoom up too
high and pancake.

Another gang of them have an ingenious and destructive
prank which they sometimes work even on experienced
pilots. Two of them stand by in your cockpit, out of sight,
while you're flying, and when you move the lever to lower
your wheels in preparation for landing, one of them sneaks
up and throws the lever back into neutral so that your
wheels stay up, retracted. Then the other one, hiding be-
hind your instrument panel, rewires the position indicator
for your wheels, so that it shows WHEELs powN when in
reality they’re still up, and you glide in for a perfect crackup,
landing your plane on its belly.

After the dust clears away, while the crash truck is ap-
proaching and you're still sitting in your cockpit, gazing
stupidly at your bent or broken propeller and wings, the
two little fellows jump up on your windshield, stick their
tongues out at you in a final gesture of insolence, and van-
ish, leaving you to figure out how you’re going to explain
it all to the C.O. At least, that’s how some pilots claim it
happens.

There’s no end to the kinds of tricks they’ll pull if they
have it in for you. They hide behind your compass and
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16 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

hold magnets by it, causing the compass to point the wrong
way, and you get lost. They steal your maps, hide in your
radio set, and bang on it with hammers so you can’t hear
any messages. They sneak into your gas tank and drink up
your gasoline, steal the bullets from your machine guns
and put in corks, paint Messerschmitts on top of your cock-
pit hood to scare the life out of you, and so on, until they’ve
driven you half crazy.

The first one was discovered on the ship by our C.O. one
evening when we were all gathered in the Officers’ Ward-
room (lounge), with most of the ship’s officers. One of the
officers, who was called Dinty, was just going to sit down
in a comfortable chair when our C.O. grabbed him and
called out in alarm, “Look out— Don’t sit down, Dinty!
You'll squash him— Look!” He was pointing at the middle
of the seat, and we all looked. Sure enough, there was the
cutest little Gremlin, about middle age, curled up fast
asleep, his head pillowed on a tobacco pouch which the
navigator had left there.

Dinty, who of course couldn’t see it because he wasn’t a
pilot, was absolutely bewildered. He gazed first at us, then
at the chair, then back at us—all grouped around and star-
ing.

Someone said, “S-sh— We mustn’t wake him up!” and
that was too much. With a frightened expression on his face,
Dinty retreated to the bar for a quick one.

The Gremlin awoke presently, to follow us when we
went down for supper, where he amused us while we were
waiting to be served, by cavorting about the room, climbing
up on the table and running up and down its length, until
he finally tripped over a spoon and fell headfirst into a
glass of water. Ambrose rescued him then, lifting him out
tenderly by the coat collar with his thumb and forefinger,
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IMPATIENGE 17

and setting him out to dry on an empty plate—all to the
complete consternation of the naval officers present!

After that, we were frequently visited by one or more of
them. One night, two of them were playing about the Ward-
room, with all of us watching, and they climbed into the
recess in the wall in front of a porthole. Kleck got an in-
spiration and called, “Look out! They're trying to open
the porthole!l” Whereupon we all rushed to stop them, for
the portholes must be kept tightly closed at night to prevent
any traces of light showing. Sure enough, the two little
chaps had hold of the big brass wing-nut, one at each end,
and were just going to start unscrewing it!

Our C.O. reprimanded them severely, while they listened,
with heads hanging and guilty looks on their faces, no doubt
wondering if it wouldn’t be best to lock us in our cabins.
Then we showed them the proper way out for Gremlins—
through the ventilator pipe.

We never learned what our original destination was to
have been, for one of the great events of history, which was
to change it, occurred while we were docked at a port of call.

We heard the news on a Sunday evening when most of us
had been away from the ship, attending a movie put on in
a shed by the docks for the ship’s company of a large warship
that was docked near us. Returning to our own ship after
the show we were met on the ladder by Red (one of the two
Americans from California), his face flushed with excite-
ment, shouting the electrifying words, “America’s at war!
The Japs have raided Hawaii! Here, read this!” He was
waving a wireless message in our faces. It was a general
message to all British ships, and read:

“COMMENCE HOSTILITIES WITH JAPAN REPEAT JAPAN AT

”

ONCE
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Chapter III

OUR “ROAD TO SINGAPORE"”

I FELT pAZED and overwhelmed. After all the fighting that
we Americans in the R.A.F. had been through, believing
that we were helping to make this unnecessary, it had come
at last, all in a twinkling, and our country was committed
to take part in the slaughter.

In the Wardroom we drank a toast with the British offi-
cers, to our new alliance. Then later, at midnight, we gath-
ered around the radio to listen to detail after terrible detail
of the world-shaking events that had happened in the last
few hours.

Everyone was subdued—we Americans because of the
tragedy it spelled for our country, and the others because
we felt it would lengthen the war to have Japan added to
our enemies. The only bright side for us Americans was
knowing that we wouldn’t be outlaws any more in the eyes
of our own country—as we were when I went home on leave
to the States the previous winter and wasn’t allowed to wear
my uniform.

We remained in port for several more days, and it was
during this time that Don, the other Californian besides
Red, got separated from us. He had a chance to do some
flying one day, and in the course of his trip his plane force-
landed in a neutral country and he was interned. We never
saw him again.

18
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OUR “ROAD TO SINGAPORE” 19

He was to escape finally; and months later, on America’s
Memorial Day, I was to lay a wreath against a wooden cross
with his name on it, erected beside a hole in a little paddy
field in a Ceylonese jungle where he had crashed on Easter
Sunday, shot down by Japanese fighters in the defense of
Ceylon.

Finally we put to sea again, and there followed many
more monotonous days. We pilots had to do “‘gun watches”
on the ship, providing the crews for two of the ship’s pom-
pom anti-aircraft guns, working in four-hour shifts.

Personally, I have always felt that anti-aircraft guns should
be abolished, and Kleck grumbled that this was like asking
Charlie McCarthy to take care of a pair of woodpeckers; but
we endeavored to subordinate our sentiments and do the
job properly.

Actually, we found it rather interesting to learn how to
operate these things, after the considerable experience
which some of us had had in dodging their fire. The Ger-
mans use this type of gun as well as the British, and Vic, for
example, still bore scars on his face from one which he
failed to dodge.

We sailed into warm tropical seas, where we changed
from our blue uniforms into light “tropical dress” of open-
necked khaki shirts, khaki shorts, and tan-colored topees
instead of caps; and we slept in hammocks on deck because
it was too hot in our cabins.

At night the sea was “phosphorescent,” one of the won-
ders of nature which most of us had never seen. Every dis-
turbance in the water caused little flaky green lights to flash
beneath the surface, so that the water churned from the
ship’s sides seemed full of fireflies. Every whitecap was a
shower of fiery little green jewels; every fish left a trail
like a small green skyrocket in the darkness, and the wake
of the ship was like a great convulsive mass of colored fire.
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20 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

It was on one of these nights, while on watch, that I got my
first torpedo scare. I had been leaning over the rail by my
gun for a long time, idly watching the lovely show, when
suddenly I thought I heard a hissing noise. Looking up, I
was terrified to see a huge trail of phosphorescence coming
in a straight line toward the ship, scarcely a hundred yards
away. I just seemed to freeze, inside and out, as if hypno-
tized by the sight, as it streaked on, cutting just beneath the
waves and straight for the middle of the ship. It came straight
as a die until less than twenty yards away, when it suddenly
executed a sharp turn, in the most unorthodox manner for
torpedoes! Then it started following along beside the ship
so that I could see its outline, illuminated by the phos-
phorescence, and I recognized it as a big porpoise!

When my breath came back, I called the other boys to
look. Soon we saw not one porpoise but several; then more
and more joined up until there were all of fifty swimming
beside us, mostly in pairs, gamboling about and converting
the dark water for two or three hundred yards out into a
fairyland of curving, swirling green skyrockets. They fol-
lowed along with us for fifteen or twenty minutes, one of
the weirdest and most beautiful shows I've ever seen. Then,
little by little, they dispersed and disappeared into the dark-
ness.

Another morning Kleck mistook a piece of floating wood
in the distance and shouted ‘‘Periscope!” at the top of his
lungs, with the result that “Action Stations” was sounded
on the ship’s alarm system and everyone was in an uproar,
including the captain, who'd been taking a bath in his cabin
and came bounding up onto the bridge with less dignity
than speed, clad only in a bath towel.

We were still in complete ignorance of our eventual des-
tination, when finally we were transferred onto a fair-sized
warship, along with the pilots of another squadron, which
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OUR “ROAD TO SINGAPORE” 21

I will call 175 * Squadron; they are to play a part in the rest
of this story.

We now were able to guess that we were being taken
somewhere in the Far East, although no one knew. Then,
after we had been at sea for a couple of days, we pilots and
all the ship’s company not on duty were assembled on deck
one evening for a lecture.

It began with a talk by the First Lieutenant, on the Far
Eastern situation. Using a large map for reference, he
showed us where the Japanese had attacked in the Philip-
pines as well as in Borneo and other islands, and reviewed
the situation there. Next, he pointed to where they had
invaded Burma and were working toward Rangoon, and
last of all to Northern Malaya, where they were pushing
down the long Malay Peninsula toward Singapore, at its
southern tip. Everything hung on Singapore. If it fell, the
enemy would be able to conquer the Dutch East Indies,
which would give them rubber, tin, and oil that they needed
to continue the war.

Then the Captain spoke, outlining for the benefit of his
crew the work which the ship was to perform in this many-
sided campaign. We thought it was a considerate gesture
on his part to take his crew into confidence this way—the
sort of thing that probably accounted for the wonderful
spirit we had already noticed among the entire personnel
of his ship.

But we pilots were impatient to learn what was to be-
come of us. It was obvious that the ship was taking us to
some place out there, but there were a dozen theaters of
operation where fighter squadrons would be needed. Natu-
rally, our highest hopes were that we might get to Singa-

pore itself.
The Captain gave us the answer to that, too, at the close

® A fictitious number for the squadron.
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22 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

of his talk. “Our Royal Air Force guests are going to leave
usat—" he named a place in the Dutch East Indies, “where
they will get their airplanes. I understand they are then to
fly the rest of the way to Singapore, which is their destina-
tion!”

A cheer went up from our crowd. We all wanted action,
and now we had drawn the jackpot!

About all I remember of the trip across the Indian Ocean
is that the sea was always smooth and the days were always
hot, sultry, and endless. We didn’t even have ambition
enough to see Gremlins any more. Our one diversion was
swimming, in a canvas pool rigged up on the quarter-deck,
which served to cool us off a little. But we were thankful,
anyway, that we were on a fast ship, making twice the speed
that a trooper would have.

On the evening before we pilots were to be disembarked,
the Captain gave a brief talk over the ship’s loud-speaker
system, stressing the idea that the eyes of the world were
focused on the battle we were joining, and bidding us
“good-bye, good luck, and good hunting!” We were quite
impressed, and I hoped fervently that our squadron would
make a good name for itself in the events to come.

Each of our squadrons was up to full strength of twenty-
four pilots (giving a reserve of 100 per cent over the normal
flying strength of twelve), so there were forty-eight pilots
altogether; and the forty-eight were now divided into three
groups of sixteen for the trip to Singapore.

I am not permitted to say where we disembarked and got
our airplanes. Suffice it to say, that on a sunny morning a
few days later the sixteen pilots of my group landed on the
municipal airport of Batavia, the principal city in Java, all
of us flying brand-new Hurricane II fighters.

This airport was a stopping point in peacetime for
K.L.M,, the big Dutch airline, and they had a modern pas-
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senger terminal, complete with restaurant, waiting room,
and bar where I got the first Coca-Cola I'd tasted since
leaving America.

We had lunch, and then took off on the next leg of our
trip, a flight of three hundred miles or so northwest to a
jungle airdrome in Sumatra.

It was a beautiful trip, for the sun was out and the fertile,
well-cultivated farmlands of Java appeared rich and green
as we cruised over them. There were scattered fluffy clouds
under us at low altitude that glistened softly in the sunlight
and set off the beauty of the landscape underneath. Then
the seacoast, the sea a beautiful blue-green and the white-
capped waves gleaming in long lines of snowy crest as they
collapsed majestically along the beaches far below us, in all
the splendor of color that you see in technicolor pictures of
South Sea Islands.

On out across the sea for half an hour or so and then
Sumatra, a far different kind of country from Java. This
was where everyone said, “If you ever have a forced land-
ing, you've just HAD it!” No cultivated farm lands here.
No sign of any kind of civilization. Just endless dark flat
jungle stretching off into the steamy horizon in all direc-
tions, broken only at great intervals by some silvery stream
winding its way across our course and off into the distance.
Many, many miles of this, until at last a broken patch ap-
peared ahead of us, and as we neared this it took shape as
an airdrome cleared out of the jungle—our stopping point.

As we circled the field before landing, I noticed a strange
type of four-engined bomber parked on the ground. It
looked like pictures I'd seen of the American Flying For-
tress bombers, and I wondered if it could really be an
American plane out here in the war zone. I knew America
was in the war now, but somehow I just couldn’t connect
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the Stars and Stripes and American uniforms with the awful-
ness of real fighting.

But when I landed and taxied past the bomber, I saw
that it really was so. There was the American insignia of
white star over red and blue circles on the sides of the
fuselage, seeming very strange to me now after having seen
only British and German insignia for so long. There were
the strange, light tan uniforms and caps of U.S. Army offi-
cers and men around the machine, and they gave me a queer
thrill. The men were starting their engines then, and before
I had time to park my machine and climb out, they were
already taxiing down the field to take off, so I didn’t get to
talk to them. I was told they didn’t belong here and had only
~ landed for gas.

It was too late for us to go any farther that day, so after
getting our airplanes serviced and put away, we prepared
to stay for the night. This airdrome was simply a couple of
enormous runways cleared in the jungle, which grew thickly
right up to the edge of the field on all sides. Little “bays”
for parking airplanes were cut back into the trees, so that
when a machine was parked and a few branches thrown over
the top it was effectively concealed from the air.

The R.A.F. were just getting established here, and the
Officers’ Mess was a large wooden shed with concrete floor,
and wooden benches and tables for us to eat at. We lined
up at mealtime and drew tea in tin cups from a big boiler,
and dipped stew from another boiler into tin plates. Bread,
margarine, canned strawberry jam, fresh bananas and pine-
apples completed our fare.

We slept in camp cots and learned the intricacies of en-
closing ourselves in those overhung mosquito-netting affairs
which all beds have in tropical places; you've probably seen
them in the movies. It’s not as difficult as it looks, I found;
the sides simply tuck in under the edges of the mattress all
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around, so that to get in you just pull out one side of the
netting, then tuck it back under after you’re inside.

The air had been very hot and muggy when we landed,
but during the night there were little rains accompanied
by some thunder and lightning every hour or so, and it
became comfortably cool. However, by the time we got up
next morning it was hot and steamy just as before.

That day the weather was too questionable for us to con-
tinue to Singapore, so we laid over, and most of us spent
the day working on our airplanes. Our machines were brand
new, having just been shipped out from England, and there
were numerous things to take care of before they would be
in fighting condition.

Among other things, all the machine guns were heavily
coated inside and out with a special grease to resist corro-
sion on the long sea journey. I spent most of the day work-
ing with some armorers on my airplane, removing and dis-
assembling its twelve guns, carefully cleaning all the parts
in gasoline, greasing and oiling the parts properly for serv-
ice, and then reassembling, installing, and loading them.

We worked beside the airplane, sitting on empty gaso-
line cans, retreating under the wings to work during the
frequent showers that swept across. And while we worked,
by chatting with these armorers who had all been in the
fighting zone in Malaya until recently, I gradually assimi-
lated some of the picture of what lay ahead for us.

It was from them that I first heard of the new Navy Zero
fighter (“Navy-naughts” as we called them at that time),
which is to the Jap air force what the Messerschmitt 109 is
to the Luftwaffe. These fighters, while not as fast as our
Hurricanes, were a sleek little job nonetheless, with great
maneuverability and an exceptional cruising range. They
carried extra fuel tanks under the wings, that could be jet-
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tisoned for combat, and they could operate more than three
hundred miles from their bases. They were usually armed
with light and heavy machine guns, although some had
twenty-millimeter cannons. While our fighters were a match
for them individually, we had to expect to be badly out-
numbered ordinarily when we engaged them.

One of the armorers, a sergeant, had been an air gunner
on Lockheed bombers until recently, and it was from him
that I got most of the information about the Navy Zeros.
He had destroyed one of them in combat, himself.

They told me the Jap bombers seemed to be good ma-
chines, too, and could fly at more than twenty thousand
feet with full bomb loads. Much of their bombing was
directed against airdromes, the raids usually being carried
out by three squadrons of nine planes each in one wing—
twenty-seven in all. They flew in beautiful close formation,
and when attacking airdromes they did “‘pattern bombing,”
all letting their bombs go at once so that they plastered the
whole area evenly.

They said the raids were terrifying affairs, but caused
surprisingly few casualties. The soil in Malaya and Singa-
pore is so damp and soggy that there is little blast effect
from even the heaviest bombs. Ordinary small “slit
trenches,” three or four feet deep and a couple of feet
wide, were all that were used normally for shelters; and
often heavy bombs had landed within a couple of yards of
a trench and the men suffered nothing worse than a shower
of damp earth. In addition to their heavy bombs, the enemy
dropped lots of devilish little “anti-personnel” bombs, about
fifty pounders, which exploded just as they touched the
ground, and threw shrapnel in all directions.

The latest news was that the enemy were less than fifty
miles from Singapore Island, and the only airdromes we
had left were the four that were situated on the island. It
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looked as if we had a tough fight ahead of us, which, after
all, was just what we wanted.

By the following afternoon the weather had improved
enough so that we could go on, and we took off on the last -
leg of our trip, another three hundred and fifty miles to
Singapore itself. ]

There were two Blenheim bombers making the trip with
us, and by previous arrangement we simply followed in
formation with them, letting them find the way because
they were better equipped for navigating. After taking off,
we grouped around them in sections of four, circled the
airdrome once to get organized in formation, and headed
out across the jungle again—this time nearly straight north.

After the first fifty miles we began to see the coastline in
the distance on our right, at first paralleling our course and
then gradually angling closer; and it was a little relief to
know it was there anyway, to head for in case of engine
trouble. We all dreaded the thought of having to land in
this jungle.

After perhaps an hour we crossed the coastline and
droned out on our one-hundred-and-fifty-mile stretch of
overwater flying, across the Straits of Malacca. This wasn’t
really open sea, as I could see on my map, for it was broken
by small islands scattered along most of the way, so that we
were seldom out of sight of at least one or two of them.

By this time I was getting tired and stiff from being
cramped in one position and I squirmed in my seat, loosened
my straps, and tried to do some primitive setting-up exer-
cises for relief. I'd gone for so long without flying that the
posture was hard to get used to again. My engine, throttled
down almost to idling speed to keep pace with the slower
bombers, purred endlessly on the same note, which was
broken only when I held my head to one side of the cockpit
and got the staccato crackling of the exhausts from that

Google



28 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

bank of cylinders. Like most of the rest I flew with my
sliding cockpit hood open to keep cool, for the sun was out
and the air hot; we were actually crossing the equator on
this very hop, Singapore being only eighty miles north of it.

This was late in January, and I thought how different it
must be back home in Minnesota, where it was midwinter,
the thermometer by the door of our house probably show-
ing zero or below, the ground frozen hard, and the country-
side covered deep in snow. Right now my folks might be
outdoors, bundled in heavy clothes and overshoes, beating
their hands together and rubbing their cheeks and noses to
keep them from going numb. And yet here I was at the
same time, my clothes and the inside of my helmet damp
and sticky with sweat, yearning more than anything else for
an ice-cold Coke or Orange Crush!

I was leading a section of four, the three others formating
on me loosely, their tiredness evidencing itself in the way
each of them slowly drifted about in the formation, some-
times lagging behind, then getting too much speed and
drifting up too far ahead. Once Artie S— came up beside
me for a moment, and I could see his face, with a dopey
expression on it as if he were half asleep. We had our oxygen
masks unfastened from our faces to keep cooler, so I could
see when he grinned across at me, and I grinned back.

After a long time the sky grew darker ahead. The Blen-
heims started losing altitude, and we did too—keeping for-
mation with them. Then the unmistakable dim outline of
land began to emerge along the darkened horizon, and we
knew that after months of travel our destination was at last
in sight. We began passing under heavy, blue-black storm
clouds that forced us to fly lower and lower, and looking
ahead I could now make out a great harbor on the coast,
with the dim shapes of several ships anchored in it. Singa-
pore harbor!
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Chapter 1V

AT THE FRONT

WE FLEW Low across the harbor. Just before reaching it the
Blenheims lowered their wheels to landing position to
show they were friendly, so we did likewise, passing over it
that way. At the same time, one of the Blenheims shot off
a couple of Very lights in a secret color combination to fur-
ther identify us to the anti-aircraft defenses; we could expect
the gunners to be quick on the trigger at a place like this,
and we didn’t want to get them excited.

I noticed one ship in the harbor that contrasted strangely
with the rest, because it was all white except for a narrow
green stripe around it and large red crosses on the deck,
sides, and funnel. It was the first hospital ship I'd seen,
and it looked grimly suggestive there. Little did I suspect
that I was to be a passenger on it within a month!

Singapore Island is roughly diamond-shaped, about
twenty-five miles long east and west, by fifteen miles north
and south, and our destination was Tengah Airdrome on
the northwest side. We made it just ahead of a heavy rain-
storm that was bearing down from the north, and though
the setting sun was still shining from the west, we had to
fly through a curtain of rain on the north side when we
were approaching to land.

Even circling the drome we could easily see we were in
a war zone, for it was spotted with filled-in bomb craters
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just like the ones in England, and there were quite a few
unfilled ones, too, indicating that the airdrome had recently
been bombed. There was a fresh hole in one end of the
concrete runway that we had to dodge when landing.

After I was down I taxied to a spot as far as possible from
any other plane (for dispersal in case of bombing), and
hopped out gratefully. As I was stretching to get rid of my
cramps, I happened to think that by rights I should have
made a ceremony of climbing down from my machine, for
it meant that I was setting foot on the continent of Asia for
the first time.

I borrowed a screwdriver to remove the panels in the
sides and bottom of the fuselage of my airplane, and hurried
to untie and unload my baggage, which I had fastened in
various nooks and crannies of the framework. A lorry came
around to collect some of us, and we were driven to the
Officers’ Mess, a great beautiful building of dark grey stone
at the top of a gentle grassy incline overlooking the air-
drome.

There we met the main part of goo Squadron (my squad-
ron), who had arrived in another group two days before.
They had spent the last two days getting their machines
into shape and ready for action, and were full of pep be-
cause they planned to start operating the next morning.
(The group I came in was made up of the remainder of
goo Squadron and some of 1%5.)

The boys told us they’d had their first taste of Jap bomb-
ing the day before, after landing on another airdrome. The
place was raided by a formation of twenty-seven bombers
at high altitude, and while most of the boys got to cover in
time, Mickey, Cam, and Ambrose were caught in the open
and just managed to duck into a drainage ditch (fortunately
dry), as the bombs were falling. They got showered with
dirt from a bomb that landed quite close, but weren’t hurt.
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I was anxious to get word of my American friend from
Waxahachie, Texas, Tex M——, whom I'd said good-bye
to in the American Eagle Club just before I left England,
when he told me he was going to Singapore. He should have
arrived here ahead of us, because we had been delayed and
rerouted on the way. Red C——, the Californian in our
squadron, who was also a friend of Tex, gave me the bad
news. Having arrived here ahead of me in the first group,
Red had already inquired, and learned that Tex had been
killed a couple of weeks before, shot down in battle with
Navy Zeros.

After a supper served by Malay and Chinese waiters in
the spacious, airy dining hall of the Officers’ Mess, a con-
ference was held in the lounge, between our C.O. and the
pilots who were to be on duty next morning. An R.A.F.
fighter squadron operates as twelve airplanes, so that not
all of the pilots and planes fly each time, and the work is
rotated among them. This allows planes to be laid up for
servicing and overhauling and provides spares to replace
losses, and gives all the pilots an opportunity to rest and
provides replacements for their casualties. The twelve who
were to operate next day were from the first group to arrive,
so that it was as somewhat of an outsider that I sat in on
the conference.

Details of formation and tactics were worked out and
settled on the basis of what they’d learned about enemy
tactics and the capabilities of their airplanes.

They’d received lots of tips and information from other
pilots who were fighting the Japs here. The standard enemy
raid consisted of twenty-seven bombers flying in close for-
mation at twenty-two thousand feet, escorted by anything
up to twenty or thirty Navy Zero fighters flying above them.
In attacking these formations it was essential to act fast and
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try to get at the bombers before the Navy Zeros above could
interfere. It was best to attack the bombers either head-on
or from the side; very unwise to attack them from the rear,
because of the heavy concentration of machine-gun and can-
non fire from the rear turrets of all twenty-seven bombers,
which focused on anyone coming up from behind.

The enemy usually staged one or two of these raids every
forenoon, in addition to little raids and reconnaissance
flights at odd hours throughout the rest of the day. We knew
that for the time being we must expect to operate against
very heavy odds, and that somehow we must try to use
enough better tactics and skill to make up the difference.

That night was clear with a full moon, an ideal night for
bombing, and there were so many pilots in the Mess that it
was decided to disperse us in case the place got hit; so some
of us piled into a lorry and were driven to a camp in a
rubber estate outside the drome, where we all slept in one
big tent.

Once, in the middle of the night, some of us heard a heavy
explosion in the distance, and next morning (January g1)
we learned what it was. Our armies had been evacuated from
the mainland of Malaya, into Singapore Island itself, and
a section of the Johore Causeway, a long concrete highway
bridge connecting the island with the mainland across the
mile-wide Straits of Johore, had been blown up. The enemy
armies were now just across these straits, only three or four
miles from our airdrome.

That day a B.B.C. news broadcast began with the words,
“The Battle of Malaya has ended and the Battle for Singa-
pore has begun!” We had arrived just in time to take part
in the defense of an island under siege.

The twelve boys who were to be “on” next morning were
up and had breakfast before daylight so as to be on readiness
at dawn, while the rest of us got up at our leisure and drifted
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around to breakfast at about eight o’clock. Even though I
wasn’t flying that morning I couldn’t help feeling some of
the tension that I knew the others were undergoing, as they
sat around the telephone in their “dispersal huts” at the
edge of the field. It was more than three months since any
of them had flown in action—and that had been the cautious,
sparring sort of game we played back and forth across the
Channel with the German fighters through most of 1941.
Several had never been in actual combat. Now they were
waiting to take off against a new enemy who was all out to
crush us, just as the Germans were in the Battle of Britain;
so that each time they went up they were quite likely to see
combat.

After breakfast we who were off duty lounged about for
a time on the veranda overlooking the field, idly watching
the scores of coolies, both men and women, at work filling
in the bomb craters. Each carried two round wicker baskets,
suspended from the ends of a stick across the shoulders. They
used little implements like grub hoes to fill the baskets with
earth, and then carried their loads to the craters and dumped
them.

About nine o’clock someone remarked, ‘“‘Oh-oh! Looks
like the boys have got a scramble.” *

Sure enough, a frantic bustling was taking place down at
the drome. Pilots were bolting from the dispersal huts and
racing towards their airplanes, ground crews running to
help. Nearest to us, we could see Red take the bottom wing
of his machine in a leap and then disappear into his cockpit.
A moment of tense quiet followed, while the boys were get-
ting settled in their machines with helmets, parachutes, and
seat straps buckled; then, down the line, the first engine
came to life, its note rising to a surprised bellow almost as

* Scramble—the term in the R.AF. for any flight in which fighters are
ordered off to intercept the enemy.
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soon as it started, when the pilot slammed his throttle ahead
rudely to get going.

Other engines joined the chorus one after another, and
clouds of dust billowed up as the Hurricanes left their park-
ing spaces, coolies running in all directions to get out of the
way. The field became alive with planes, all heading for the
end of the runway, the pilots taxiing jerkily, as fast as they
dared, dodging bomb craters, racing in clear stretches, slow-
ing down again, stopping to avoid collisions or let others
by, speeding up again, all in a bedlam of noise from the
dozen Rolls-Royce engines, each roaring fiercely in spurts,
quieting momentarily, bellowing out again, and slowing
once more, in response to the hurried manipulations of
throttles as the pilots made their way by fits and starts across
the drome.

The two leading machines arrived and turned in on the
end of the runway, pausing momentarily, their mighty
engines trumpeting at idling speed. Then their idling
- propellers became invisible and a great stentorian roar swept
across the field to us, drowning all the other din, as these two
machines gathered speed down the runway and were off,
skimming up over the boundary, wheels rising upward and
inward to their recesses in the fuselages after taking off, like
pigeons folding up their legs. Others followed, one pair after
another. They made a gentle left-hand climbing sweep
around the airdrome, while the last ones to take off caught
up and took their places in the formation; then they dis-
appeared into the blue, climbing steeply, and peace and
quiet came back to the airdrome.

A few minutes later, the air-raid sirens sounded. No planes
were in sight, so we just walked around and located the
trenches nearest to the Mess in case we needed to know, then
stood outside, waiting for developments and hoping to get
our first glimpse of Japanese airplanes.
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We were satisfied on the latter score after a few minutes,
when three fast single-engined planes, obviously fighters,
flew over at about fifteen thousand feet, in loose formation,
weaving violently as if they thought they were being chased.
They headed away to the north, and one chap who belonged
here told us reassuringly, “That’s only the recco flight. The
bombers will be along in a little while now.”

That seemed to be all for the time being, so some of us
got a ground crew and a little Farmall tractor, and drove out
from the airdrome a mile or so to where a few of our air-
planes, including mine, had been parked among some rub-
ber trees for dispersal. There were so many things to be done,
like installing radio and oxygen equipment as well as mak-
ing engine adjustments and thorough checks on each ma-
chine before it would be ready to fight, that the ground crews
couldn’t take care of them all at one time, and some of them
were parked out here temporarily.

We hooked the tractor onto one, and after lots of sweating
and shoving, finally getting a tow from a passing army truck,
we managed to get it out of the woods and up on the road.

About that time we became conscious of a heavy distant
drone—not too distant, either—and looking up, we saw an
enormous cluster of bombers far above, little close-grouped,
silver flecks against the bright blue tropical sky! They were
in close formation, just like those we’d heard about—the
first mass bombing formation I'd seen since the Battle of
Britain, and it held me fascinated.

They were heading to pass to one side of us, so we didn’t
have to take cover, and we stood in the road watching them,
hoping to see our fighters break in among them. However,
they started turning, about that time, making a wide sweep
and heading away to the north again without dropping their
bombs. Apparently they had been warned of the presence
of our fighters on patrol and ordered back—something which
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occurred quite frequently. They seldom followed through
with a raid when they knew our fighters were at their altitude
in time to meet them. If we could have had earlier warnings
of their approach, we should probably have turned back
many more raids than we did in the days that followed;
but this was impossible now that we had lost Malaya and
couldn’t keep observers there, for the warnings we usually
got didn’t give us enough time to reach the altitude of the
bombers before they were overhead.

After the formation had gone out of sight we returned
to our job, and took the Hurricane back to the airdrome
where the crews could work on it. Pretty soon the squadron
came back and landed, having been unable to make contact
with the enemy; and in a short time they were refuelled and
back on readiness.

About eleven o’clock they were scrambled again. I had
been chatting with Red in a tool shed near our flight’s
dispersal hut when the word came. As he dashed out to his
airplane I flung a casual “Good luck!” after him, little
thinking that I'd have occasion shortly to recall it.

A few minutes after they took off the air raid sirens
sounded, but there were no signs of any enemy planes and
most of us wandered up to the Mess to pass the time. After
a little while we heard ‘“‘that noise” again—the ominous
heavy drone of many distant engines—so we went outdoors,
took one look upwards, and then raced for the shelter

- trenches!

It was another formation of twenty-seven just as before,
if not the same one, and this time it was heading to pass
right over us. I sat in a trench with my heart pounding from
running and excitement, looking up at the cluster of neatly
spaced little silvery shapes drawing relentlessly towards us
across the sky. Was this their bombing run? It surely looked
like it. I rehearsed myself in what to do—crouch down,
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fingers in ears, mouth wide open, try to avoid touching the
sides of the trench—and hope for the best. The next moments
were very tense and quiet, all of us subdued, waiting for
the warning scream of the bombs.

A battery of heavy anti-aircraft guns opened up near by
with their ear-splitting cracks, and white puffs of smoke
began dotting the sky around the formation. It came on
steadily until nearly straight above us, and we crouched low,
knowing that it would be now if at all.

And then the moment was past and they’d gone over and
no bombs had fallen. Relieved, we climbed out of the
trenches again, but stayed near at hand, warily, because they
might turn around and come back over. I occupied my time
carpeting the bottom of my trench with dry leaves, because
the ground was damp and sticky and I'd already got my
knees muddy.

They didn’t come back though, and we watched them
flying south and east in the direction of the city until they
were out of sight. Then we went back to the Mess, and Ting
and I sat out on the veranda, drinking Coca Cola. The air
was pleasant, not hot, the sky clear, birds singing in the
orchards around the Mess; it might have been a pleasant
Sunday morning in summer back home.

We wondered if the squadron would manage to make
an interception this time. From the distant sounds it ap-
peared that the bombers were now flying north, up the east
side of the island, and as the sound grew more distant we
thought we could hear faintly the moan of distant engines
power-diving once or twice. We strained our ears for the
sound of machine-gun fire which would indicate a fight,
but couldn’t hear anything more.

After some time a lone Hurricane appeared from the
northeast, losing height until it was near the airdrome, when
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its pilot opened his engine and roared low and fast across
the field, rocking his wings in the victory signal. We finished
our drinks and hurried down to meet him as he taxied in.

It was Red, and we saw at once that his guns had been
fired, because the fabric patches were shot away from the
holes in the wings in front of them. He was grinning from
ear to ear as he climbed out of his cockpit.

“I got a fighter, Art!” were his first words when he saw
me. “Boy, did we have a party!”

Then, after a pause to get control of himself because he
was too excited to talk coherently, he went on: “We ran into
a whole slew of them at twenty-two thousand feet, some-
where up in Malaya. We’d been chasing all over and hadn’t
seen a thing, and then all at once we did a turn and there
they were, just off on our left, stacks of big twin-engined
bombers.

“We sailed right through the formation from one side to
the other, shooting at everything in sight. Then when I
came out the other side I saw two fighters coming at me—
little chubby fellows with great big radial engines in front
and painted bright green all over. I thought ‘All right,
you —s’!l’ and I started climbing for all I was worth. They
couldn’t keep up with me at all. I got well above them and
then turned and dived on the nearest one. I got real close
before I let him have it, and honest, you never saw anything
like it. His machine just seemed to explode, with pieces
flying off and smoke pouring out. He whipped up sort of,
right in front of me, and then spun over sideways. The last
I saw of him he was just a ball of fire going down. I gave
the other one a burst, too, and I think I damaged him, but
I was out of ammunition then so I dived away and headed
for home.”

By this time Red was the center of a crowd of fellows,
all shaking his hand and congratulating him. It was his first
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combat, and he had realized the good luck we had wished
him before he took off.

A Brewster Buffalo fighter came gliding out of the dis-
tance, its engine dead. When about three hundred feet up,
the pilot apparently saw he couldn’t make the drome. He
turned and disappeared behind a woods near by, and the
crash truck and ambulance went off in that direction. Later
we learned that the pilot had cracked up but wasn’t hurt
seriously. His engine had been damaged in combat and
he’d glided all the way back, trying to make this airdrome
and falling only a few hundred yards short.

More Hurricanes were stringing back in at intervals
now, until all except four of the boys had landed safely.
When these four didn’t show up after a reasonable time we
began to get worried. Finally we got a call from Sembawang
Airdrome, a few miles to the east, informing us that three
of the four missing boys had force-landed there with their
airplanes shot up, and were unhurt. They were Kleck (the
American from Florida), Denny, and Mickey. The C.O.
drove over to get them, returning about midafternoon, and
after razzing them for “forgetting to duck” we listened to
their stories. '

Denny had shot down a bomber in flames, making the
morning’s score two definitely destroyed, in addition to
several damaged. He had got some bullets in his engine and
radiator from return fire from the bombers, so that his oil
tank and radiator went dry and his engine overheated and
““seized,” on the way back. He just made Sembawang, which
was the nearest airdrome.

Kleck, the Florida boy, also had an exciting time. He
damaged a couple of bombers in the initial attack and then
turned around to chase after one that was lagging behind the
rest. He was almost within range when a Navy Zero fighter
jumped him from behind. The first thing he knew, showers
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of tracers were going by him and there were several loud
explosions in his airplane from cannon shells. Then he was
blinded by steam and glycol and oil spray in his cockpit,
so he rolled over and dived to get away. Flames were coming
from his engine and he thought he would have to jump;
but the fire went out after a moment and being over enemy
territory he chose to try to make it home. His engine ran
intermittently, giving him a little power, although catching
fire a couple of times more for short periods. He finally made
it to the Straits and across them to Sembawang. The field
was badly bombed, with many unfilled craters. As he didn’t
have enough height to glide in on the runway, he had to
land right among some craters. He bounced over most of
them and then rolled to a stop at the edge of one, miracu-
lously avoiding a crackup.

Mickey said he “had a go” at one bomber and was attack-
ing another when he suddenly noticed “funny little holes,”
as he described them, appearing around him in his machine,
whereupon he dived away. His engine and radiator were
hit so that he, too, was blinded by steam, glycol, and oil.
Once he thought he was on fire and unfastened his straps
with the intention of bailing out, but the fire didn’t materi-
alize. Then he saw Sembawang ahead so he stayed with his
machine, trying to make it. When he got there his wind-
shield was so covered with oil and glycol that he couldn’t
see enough to tell whether he was landing on the runway
or not, and like Kleck he landed among the bomb craters.
This was very bad, because he hadn’t had a chance to fasten
his straps again—the straps keep you from being thrown
forward in a crash, so you're not so likely to be injured.
When Mickey saw the bomb craters going past his wings
he retracted his wheels so that his machine dropped down
on its belly and slid to a quick stop—a very wise move. By
thus deliberately doing a minor crash he avoided the prob-
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ability of a serious one, for if left on its wheels his plane
would probably have rolled on until it hit a bomb crater.
Not expecting to see anyone there whom he knew, he was
quite astounded, on climbing out of his wrecked machine,
to see Denny and Kleck approaching, laughing at him; and
to learn that he was the third to force-land there!

Only one pilot now remained missing. That was Bruce,
a New Zealand boy, one of the finest chaps I've known and
the best-liked boy in the squadron. He hasn’t been heard
of since, and I believe he is now listed as “missing, believed
killed.” Though we knew we had to expect casualties now,
we felt it was too bad that he, of all of us, had to be the first.

There was a Chinese business man in Singapore who had
a standing offer of a bottle of champagne for every Jap plane
destroyed, so that evening Red and Denny, accompanied
by some of the others, drove into town to collect the two
bottles they had earned by their victories.

Those of us who hadn’t flown that day were to take over
on the morrow, so I went to bed with high hopes of having
my first crack at the Japs in the morning.
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Chapter V

ISLAND UNDER SIEGE

I HAD TAKEN OVER a nice airy room in the Mess that day,
and once during the night I awoke at the sound of air-raid
sirens. A little later, dreamily, I heard the noise of anti-
aircraft guns, of two or three airplanes droning about in
the distance, and then the far-away thuds of several bombs
exploding.

Next morning when I got up I saw a new landmark to the
east which was to remain part of the scenery for as long as
I stayed in Singapore. The bombers in the night had hit
and set fire to one of the great oil storage tanks near the
naval base a few miles east of us. The landmark was a great
sinister column of black smoke, with red flames at its bottom,
rising and widening Vesuvius-like to a height of three or
four thousand feet where it flattened out and stretched
southward in a long dark ugly mantle as far as we could see.

I didn’t get to fly that day either. My high hopes of seeing
my first action against the Japs were frustrated by a new
and most disappointing order which we received early in
the morning. Our squadron were to leave Singapore and
move to Palembang, a Dutch city three hundred miles south
in Sumatra, not far from the jungle airdrome where we
stopped on our way up here. We were to go there because
the prospect of enemy raids on Palembang and on shipping

42

Google



ISLAND UNDER SIEGE 43

in the Banka Straits nearby had made it necessary for a
squadron to be stationed in the vicinity.

We were all terribly disappointed. None of us wanted to
go, for here in Singapore we were right in the middle of
things, while it would be comparatively quiet, so we thought,
in Sumatra. And so it was that I felt anything but sorry when
the C.O. told me I was to remain here temporarily at least,
in charge of a group of the boys who were being left behind.
It was necessary to leave six behind because there were that
many airplanes not serviceable for the trip—the three which
had been damaged in the fight the day before and had force-
landed at Sembawang, and three others that had minor
troubles or damage.

The only order the C.O. gave me was to do what I could
toward getting these machines into flying condition—though
I'm quite sure he knew I'd have my own ideas about what
to do with them after that!

The boys took off for Palembang after lunch, leaving the
airdrome strangely empty and silent after the roar of their
engines had died away in the distance. Ours had been the
only squadron here at Tengah, 175 Squadron having taken
up residence at Seletar Airdrome on the east side of the
island. The countryside was quiet, the afternoon sunny and
pleasant. The only sign of war was the silent, sullen black
smoke column brooding above the horizon east and south
of us. I found it hard to realize that we were besieged by a
great army, just across a narrow strip of water no wider
than the Mississippi River!

I had inherited for my use a beautiful new 1942 Ford
sedan which the C.O. had been provided with; but Kleck,
who was one of the group staying with me, wasn’t to be out-
done. He appeared later in the afternoon, triumphantly
driving a '41 Chevvy he had promoted; it had been left be-
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hind by a bomber pilot whose unit was unexpectedly moved
away!

We were able to use these cars to good advantage during
the next couple of days, at the task of getting our airplanes
repaired. Normally a squadron’s ground personnel look
after all repair work, but in this case our ground personnel
weren’t available. They had come only as far as Sumatra and
would probably remain there, along with the squadron’s
equipment and spares. We were little better than orphans
here.

We had the cooperation of another unit, who supplied us
with a crew of men to work on our machines, and helped
us in other ways, and we drove all over the island, visiting
various places to procure needed spare parts and tools. This
was a highly interesting way of passing the time until we
could start flying again, for it gave us a chance to see what
the island was like. We got a radiator here, a wingtip there,
a couple of propellers from different sources, a propeller
installation tool kit from another place, and so on. We made
frequent trips to Sembawang, of course, taking spares for
the three machines which Kleck, Denny, and Mickey had
landed there, and checking on the repair work.

Most of the island seemed to be wooded, either jungle or
rubber plantations. Vegetation was rich and green every-
where, due, 1 suppose, to the large rainfall. The soil itself
didn’t look rich, being mostly a sort of light brown clay.
The roads were good, mostly blacktop, and wound pleas-
antly through forests, rubber estates, and curious little
Malayan-Chinese villages. It was here that I finally became
completely at home driving on the wrong side of the road,
for the traffic was left-hand as in England, all the cars, of
course, having the driver’s seat on the right.

The Japs weren’t to launch their actual assault against
the island for several days more, and most of the time it was
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fairly quiet except for an air raid or two each day. I spent
quite a bit of time working on airplanes at the drome at
Tengah, and occasionally had to leave my work to take cover
at sight of enemy planes.

On one occasion I really had to run for it. I was putting
a wingtip on a machine, working alone, and was so engrossed
that I failed to notice the drone of an approaching bomber
formation until I had been listening to it for perhaps three
or four minutes. Suddenly coming to, I looked up to see
them almost overhead, a standard high altitude raid. The
nearest shelter trenches were a couple of hundred yards
away, so I jumped into my car, parked beside the airplane,
and started off with my wheels spinning.

As I approached the trenches I could see some Indian
Army soldiers diving into them, so I knew I'd split the
timing pretty close and just yanked the emergency brake
handle and landed running, without waiting for the car to
stop. The bombers were directly overhead. I dived into a
trench with a couple of Indian Sikhs and crouched down,
waiting; but the bombers passed on and no bombs fell, so
I climbed out again.

The heavy anti-aircraft guns were barking furiously. All
at once I heard a whistling noise as of a bomb falling, and
in practically one leap I landed on my knees in the trench,
in a huddle with the Sikhs again. There was no explosion,
so after a minute or so we cautiously stuck our heads above
ground, looked warily all around like so many gophers
leaving their holes, and then climbed out.

I found I had muddied my arms and legs and cut one knee
in this second leap for cover, so I drove back to the Mess
to clean up. There I found Kleck in almost identical con-
dition, his arms and legs muddied and one knee cut also.
It seemed that he had heard that same noise and leaped back
into the trench he’d been using, just as I did, with the same
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result. We made quite a joke out of being “wounded” in
a bombless air raid! We didn’t know what made the whis-
tling sound that scared us, but presumed it was a dud anti-
aircraft shell, falling back to earth after failing to explode
in the air.

They never did bomb Tengah Airdrome while we were
there, in spite of passing over it frequently. Either they went
on to bomb somewhere else or turned away at the approach
of our fighters. Once we saw them bomb Sembawang Air-
drome several miles away—an impressive sight. We couldn’t
see the drome itself from Tengah, but we saw the scores of
smoke clouds shooting up in a quick procession across that
section of our horizon, tumbling and swirling together to
a height of perhaps three or four hundred feet. The sound
came to us—awe-inspiring, heavy sustained booming and
rumbling that lasted for several seconds while the earth
under us shook and trembled from the distant explosions.
Gradually the smoke clouds rose and thinned away, leaving
only a couple of small black columns from fires that were
started.

In the Officers’ Mess the Malay waiters and batmen had
all run off after the news that the enemy were so near, but
the two elderly Chinese cooks and “Tichi,” a little Malay
boy of ten or eleven who worked in the bar, remained on
the job. The meals were still lavish, the only difference
being that we had to serve ourselves. There was always
plenty of ice-cold beer, as well as Coca Cola and other soft
drinks, to be had.

We had a pleasant surprise on the third or fourth day
after the squadron had gone to Palembang, when they all
returned, roaring out of the south late in the afternoon and
swooping low across the airdrome to let us know they’d
arrived. After they landed we learned that they’d come up
to escort a bombing raid on an enemy position in Malaya
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at dawn next morning, and I promised the C.O. I'd have
three of my machines ready to go with them on the raid.

The boys’ opinion of Sumatra hadn’t improved during
the time they were there, and they were all glad to get back
and wished they could stay. There had been almost nothing
for them to do in the line of flying, except some monotonous
convoy patrols. The closest any of them had come to action
was an occasional chase after lone bombers, snooping around
ships in the Banka Straits, that ducked away into clouds
at sight of their Hurricanes. They said it was hotter than
before, the bugs, snakes, and lizards all doing well and
thicker than ever, and the mosquitoes still growing.

I had to work a good share of that night with my crews,
finishing repair jobs and doing final inspections on the three
machines that I'd promised the C.O. I'd have ready. It was
bright moonlight, and we worked and sweated and toiled
until about two o’clock in the morning. Then with the last
engine checked, the last fuel tank filled, the last gun cleaned
and loaded, and the last cowling clip fastened I told the
men they could go to bed and take the morning off. Then
I drove wearily back to the Mess for two or three hours’
sleep myself before the raid. I was to take part in it, so
naturally I was looking forward once more to getting my
first action against the Japs.

It was all in vain though. A change in the situation at
dawn made it necessary to cancel the whole raid, and about
midmorning the squadron were ordered to fly back to
Palembang.

I was again to stay behind, but three of my pilots were
to go with the squadron, taking the three airplanes that we
had got ready. I tried to talk the C.O. out of taking these
airplanes. It hurt our pride to see bombers coming over each
day and not be able to do anything about it except run for
shelter and then watch from our trenches. I had hoped that
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I could get started operating with my bunch and get a crack
at them. But the C.O. said he was afraid he might need the
airplanes at Palembang. He consoled me by saying that if
I got any more planes in serviceable condition I could keep
them and use them, for the time being at least.

Kleck was one of the three of my group who had to go to
Palembang with the squadron this time, and he was quite
put out about it. He had the same hopes I had about oper-
ating here, and he naturally didn’t think he’d get any action
down there in Sumatra.

He shouldn’t have worried on that score. He was destined
to get more action there than I got in Singapore, and I was
never to see him again.

That would have left only three pilots in my group, but
after the squadron left I saw that two of the machines hadn’t
taken off with the rest. The pilots were Denny and Sergeant
H——. They both had engine trouble and would have to
wait over for a day or two. So for the moment there were
five of us. Denny was a flight commander in the squadron
and senior to me, so he automatically was in charge of our
group.

By this time we were beginning to hear a little more of
the noises of war. Particularly at night we could hear distant
guns booming out an occasional few rounds. We expected
that as the enemy got time to bring more of their artillery
into position we'd be hearing much more. Our airdrome
was only two or three miles from the edge of the narrow
straits separating us from the enemy.

Towards noon of the day after our squadron flew back to
Palembang we were all surprised by a visit from 175 Squad-
ron (whose pilots came out to Singapore with us). As I
mentioned before, they had been operating from Seletar
Airdrome on the northeast side of the island, right on the
edge of the Straits. They had been forced to take off on
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very short notice this morning and fly over here, when the
enemy began shelling their drome!

We were all glad to see one another and had quite a re-
union in the Mess, swapping accounts of what we’d been
doing. They said they’d had lots of patrols and chases and
had fought two or three engagements with moderate success.

It was about noon and we were all lounging on the ver-
anda, swapping stories and waiting for lunch to be ready,
when suddenly the quiet was broken by a muffled explosion,
a whistling noise, and then a loud explosion, all in rapid
order:

“Whoompf—phe-ew—BLAM!”

The building shook a little. Conversation stopped in mid-
air. We exchanged glances, and I looked around for a place
to duck.

Someone ventured, “I didn’t hear any airplane!”

“Whoompf—phe-ew—BLAM!” The building shook again.

Someone else said, ““That isn’t a plane!”

Then a startled “Look!” and there on the far side of the
airdrome we saw two thin flat clouds of light blue smoke
drifting along just above the ground, about fifty yards apart.
As we looked, there was a bright flash in the ground near
them and the earth shot upwards and outward in a cloud
of dust and smoke. The same noise came to us a second later.
We all knew what it was now without being told. The time
had come for what was to be my first of five evacuations
under fire in two weeks. Our airdrome, too, was being
shelled!

The barrage lasted over an hour, but nothing landed
nearer the Mess than a hundred yards or so; and most of us
ate our lunches unperturbed. We weren’t going to let them
spoil our last meal here, anyhow.

Joe H—, one of 1%75’s pilots who was delayed taking off
and didn’t leave Seletar until some time after the rest, came
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into the dining hall while we were eating. He looked quite
shaken—and with reason. Just as he was levelling off to land
on the runway two shells had exploded, one on either side
of him, throwing his machine partly out of control and
nearly causing him to crash!

Through the windows of the Mess we saw a low thatched-
roof wooden building on the far side of the drome catch fire
and begin burning hotly. A Brewster Buffalo landed, and
as it was taxiing to the edge of the field a shell crashed beside
it, turning it upside down and injuring the pilot. Someone
took my car to drive him to the dressing station. When I
got it back I had to clean blood off the seat and dashboard.

The barrage ceased after an hour or so, for no apparent
reason—probably because the enemy thought it was enough
to show us we couldn’t use the drome and because they
didn’t want to damage it any more in case they were able to
use it later themselves.

From the Far East Command Communiqué:

Singapore, February 5. There has been some enemy shelling
in the north of the island, with negligible results. Air reports
show much enemy movement southward in Johore. Enemy
aircraft have continued to make high-level and low dive-
bombing and machine-gun attacks on the island, causing
comparatively little damage or casualties.

Shipping in the harbor was also attacked. An oil tanker at
the naval base, which was set on fire two days ago by enemy
bombing, is still burning.

Hurricane fighters of the R.A.F. intercepted a large forma-
tion of enemy aircraft over Singapore this morning. One
enemy aircraft was destroyed, one probably destroyed, and
one damaged by our aircraft.
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INTO THE FIGHT

WITH THE AIRDROMES of Tengah and Seletar under shellfire
and Sembawang vulnerable to it at any time (for it was right
on the edge of the Straits), there was only one place left from
which we could operate. This was Kallang Airdrome, the
former municipal airport of Singapore, on the south side of
the island just east of the city.

175 Squadron were now ordered to move down there, and
we did likewise, taking our two Hurricanes and two auto-
mobiles. The engine troubles on the Hurricanes had been
remedied, but the weather was reported bad in the direction
of Sumatra so that the pilots, Denny and Sergeant H—,
couldn’t go to Palembang yet to rejoin the Squadron.

They flew the Hurricanes across to Kallang while I drove
my Ford, and Brownie and Ted took the Chevvy which
Kleck had promoted. We of course loaded our baggage into
the two cars before leaving; in addition, I brought along a
bag of things belonging to Bruce, the boy who went missing
from the squadron’s first engagement. I wanted to have it
sent back to his folks.

Driving to Kallang I had to pass through the city of Singa-
pore, my first visit to it. I took time off to drive around a
little, looking at the sights, and then headed out east of town
to the airdrome.

This was a sorry sight if there ever was one. The road
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entering the airdrome passed under imposing dark stone
archways, now pitifully scarred and chipped by blast and
shrapnel and bullets. The beautiful hangars and terminal
buildings of what had once been a great airline base were
barren and empty, with windows gone, walls gashed and
torn. It reminded me of the buildings at Croydon Airdrome,
London’s great airline terminal, as they look today—de-
serted, because there are no airlines, with ticket and infor-
mation booths silent and empty, their counters covered
with dust, windows blown in and walls shatteted and scarred,
results of the great mass bombing raid Croydon received in
August 1940.

The vast concrete aprons between and in front of the
hangars here were torn and pitted with bomb craters, as was
the entire field.

The saddest sight of all was the remains of several Hurri-
canes and Brewsters, as well as three or four trucks and tank
wagons, around the outside of the field—sorry-looking,
smashed and twisted wreckages, mostly burned out, the vic-
tims of bombing and machine-gun attacks. It was heart-
breaking.

The Hurricanes had already arrived from Tengah and
were now dispersed around the field with mechanics work-
ing on them, giving them their ““D/I’s,” or daily inspections.
Denny was gone, so I inquired for directions to the Officers’
Mess and found it a couple of miles from the drome.

But there were only smoldering ruins at the spot. The
Mess had been hit and set on fire by bombs the day before,
and was completely burned out. I found Denny and some
of the others there, salvaging the bar stock from a refrig-
erator in the ruins—bottles of beer and liquor.

We didn’t know it yet, but Squadron Leader L—, the
C.O. of 175 Squadron, was acting fast in this little emer-
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INTO THE FIGHT 53

gency. By evening he had arranged for all of us to be put up
in the exclusive Sea View Hotel on the seashore several miles
east of town, which was supposed to be one of the most luxu-
rious places in Singapore. I found myself ensconced in a
room which was like a movie star’s boudoir in its furnishings
—elaborate wardrobes, tables, dressers, cabinets—all in beau-
tiful hardwood; expensive-looking chairs, settees (I think
you call them), stools, footstools, and perhaps as many as
half a dozen mirrors. I had little trouble, as you can guess,
in finding room for my wardrobe of shirt and shorts when
I climbed into the huge, luxurious bed. A couple of days
later I learned that a small but nicely furnished sitting
room adjacent belonged with my room. Altogether, it was
a strange lair from which to go forth to battle.

One side of the hotel looked out on the sea, but the main
entrance was in the crook of an “L” formed by the building,
and faced away from the sea onto a pretty little lawn filled
with palm trees, its beauty somewhat spoiled by shelter
trenches dug in it. There were several automobiles—includ-
ing ours—scattered about there, too, because patrons were
required to park their cars under the trees for concealment.

Dinner that evening was seven courses, served by Chinese
and Malay waiters in a spacious dining hall where we saw
lots of wealthy civilians, including the first white women
we’d seen in some time, wearing the first evening dresses
we’d seen in months.

After dinner Denny and I talked things over, discussing
what we should do now. He was as anxious to remain in
Singapore as I was. Technically we were under the orders
of our C.O., but he was three hundred miles away in Palem-
bang and would naturally expect us to use our own initia-
tive in what we did, now that circumstances were changing
so fast.

Our most obvious course, one which didn’t appeal to us,
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was to follow the squadron to Palembang, two of us flying
in the two Hurricanes and the other three going by the
first available boat. We not only hated to go back there,
where (we thought) things would be very quiet, but also
we sincerely felt that we and our airplanes would be more
useful here during the crucial days ahead.

175 Squadron had been working hard ever since they
arrived, and the pilots were getting tired. Also they were
getting short of airplanes, so that they could use our two
to good advantage. Reinforcements of either pilots or planes
would be hard to get now. They were a swell crowd of fel-
lows and we knew them so well from having been together
on the voyage out that we’d just as soon fight with them as
with our own bunch. Denny finally decided that we would
offer to help them.

Next morning after breakfast he spoke to Squadron
Leader L—, the squadron’s C.O., offering to put ourselves
and our two airplanes at his disposal if Air Headquarters
would O.K. it. Squadron Leader L—— was delighted with
the idea. He rang up Air Headquarters and gave them such
a convincing sales talk over the phone that in a matter of
minutes the plan was O.K."d and we were officially “‘at-
tached” to 145 Squadron. We also pooled our two cars
with those which the squadron already had, with the result
that the squadron was well off for pilots’ transportation
from then on. Now at last, I thought, I should surely be get-
ting my much-delayed action against the Japs.

We all had some business and shopping we wanted to
take care of, so Denny asked our new C.O. if we could have
a couple of hours off to run into town before we went to
work. The C.O. insisted that we should take the whole day
off and not start flying until the next day.

Accordingly, four of us—Denny, Ted, Brownie, and I—
piled into the Ford and drove to town to tend to our busi-
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INTO THE FIGHT 55

ness and capitalize on our first chance to spend some time
in the city and see what it was like.

The business section seemed to be very modern, and it
might have been an American city except for the welter
of Chinese and Malays all about and the rickshas mingling
with modern cars on the streets. However, we soon tired and
lost interest in sight-seeing as it was a very hot day, and
stopped for refreshments at the Raffles Hotel, supposed to
be one of the popular hot-spots of the town. There we saw
an advertisement for the film “Ziegfeld Girl” at the Alham-
bra Theatre near by; we voted for a matinee of that in pref-
erence to further sight-seeing, until the heat of the day was
past.

The theatre was small, with a pleasant interior that belied
a rather shabby outside appearance. The air-raid sirens
sounded shortly after the picture started, and Ted and
Brownie, who had steel helmets, clapped them on until the
all clear sounded a while later.

It perhaps wasn’t just the show we would have chosen if
we had had a choice, for though the music and lavish pag-
eants were wonderful, the sight of so many beautiful girls
was almost more than we could take after being away from
feminine companionship for so long! The shock was quite
rude for us when it was over; completely lost in the lovely
atmosphere of American girls and song and gaiety and
peace, we stepped outside into the teeming oriental traffic
and the sweltering tropical sun, to be reminded that we
were half-way around the world from America, with our
enemies only a few miles away.

Towards midafternoon we returned to the hotel; there we
learned to our very keen sorrow that our new C.O., Squad-
ron Leader L—, had been killed while we were downtown.
He was a fine C.O., loved by all his boys, and we ourselves
had known him well enough to like him very much also.

Google



56 LAST FLIGHT FROM SINGAPORE

Two of the other boys had been shot down but escaped
injury, although their machines were wrecked.

One of the boys shot down, Joe H—, was first to tell
us about Squadron Leader L—'s death. Joe himself had
had a very narrow escape. He’'d had his machine badly shot
up by Navy Zeros and had to run for it, racing low over the
sea to get away from two of them, his damaged engine
running wide open with its radiator shot through and run-
ning dry, with the result that just after he got clear of them
his engine “seized” and he had to force-land near the shore
of an island. His Hurricane was almost torn to pieces by
rocks just beneath the surface of the water, but luckily it
stayed right side up and he managed to get out safely. He
was picked up by a motor launch whose crew saw him land,
and they brought him into Singapore harbor, where he got
a ride by car to the hotel. We found him resting there when
we arrived, a very shaken boy. It was he who had had the
narrow escape the day before when two shells nearly wrecked
him as he was landing at Tengah.

Later in the afternoon we drove from the hotel out to the
airdrome to see what was going on, and there I met an old
friend of mine, a New Zealand pilot, who had been stationed
at the airdrome near London where I was, a year or so
before.

He said he had been out in Singapore since before the
fighting started, and as flight commander in a squadron of
Brewster Buffaloes he had been in nearly all the fighting
which went on here. He was so worn and haggard and had
lost so much weight that I hardly recognized him. He said
he had just been promoted to squadron leader and was going
down to Java to re-form his squadron, as most of their planes
had been lost and most of their pilots killed. He himself was
off flying for at least a week or two because of shock from a
bomb that had landed too close to him a few days before.
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I advised him to try to get sent away for a rest, even if it
meant losing his promotion temporarily. He looked much
too tired and ill to carry on long.

With Squadron Leader L—'s death, Rickey, one of the
flight commanders, became C.O. of the squadron, and
Denny was made flight commander in his place. Three air-
planes had been lost during the day but only one pilot, so
that with the addition of us five pilots from goo Squadron
there were now twice as many pilots as planes. That meant
that each of the two flights (into which any squadron is
divided) had enough pilots to man all the airplanes. Rickey
therefore instituted a program whereby the two flights
changed off, one bunch doing all the work while the other
rested.

Because the heavy attacks usually came about midmorn-
ing, Rickey instituted a short shift from g:00 A.M. to 1:00
p.M. for one flight to do, to take care of these heavy raids;
the other flight would be on duty the rest of the daylight
hours both before and after this shift. ‘

I was in Denny’s flight and we were scheduled to do the
short shift next morning, so we didn’t have to get up very
early. After we finished our five-course breakfasts we all sat
around on the covered veranda at the entrance to the hotel,
reading the morning papers and gossiping, for we still had
an hour or so to kill before time to go out to the airdrome.

The distant drone of Rolls-Royce engines in the sky
reached our ears, telling us that the other flight had already
gone up on patrol; for the first time in more than three
months I began to experience the familiar tension and
nervousness, with the sickish pain in the pit of my stomach
unusually strong. I suppose it was the realization coming
home that I was “in it’’ once more, with all the uncertainties
and dismaying possibilities to get used to and subdue again
into their places as normal parts of life.

Google



58 LAS